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Poststructuralism 
Jack Reynolds 
Poststructuralism 
While it is difficult to precisely define poststructuralism, we can begin ostensively 
by noting some of the philosophers who are most consistently and famously 
associated with the term. This includes Michel Foucault, Gilles Deleuze, Jacques 
Derrida, and Jean-Franc,:ois Lyotard. As such, poststructuralism refers primarily 
to those philosophers working in France who contested and problematised the 
reigning orthodoxy in the humanities and social sciences in the early 1960s, which 
at that time was structuralism. Before positively considering their work and the 
way in which their overlapping but not univocal interests came to form what we 
today refer to as poststructuralism, it is important to consider their immediate 
predecessor on the French scene, structuralism. 
Structuralism was both a methodological mode of analysis as well as a more 
thoroughgoing metaphysical and ontological position, and it was widespread 
in the 1950s and '60s, whether it be Roland Barthes employing structuralist 
techniques in literary theory, Claude Levi-Strauss in anthropology, Jacques Lacan 
in psychoanalysis, or Louis Althusser in relation to Marxism and class analysis. 
The linguistics of Ferdinand de Saussure was also garnering renewed attention. 
Structuralism sought to arrive at a stable and secure knowledge of a system or a 
structure, by charting differences within that structure, and it sought to do so 
without any references to subjectivity and consciousness. 
Philosophers like Foucault (at least in his middle and later work), Lyotard, 
Deleuze and Derrida, along with some of the major French feminists including 
Luce lrigaray and Julia Kristeva, were all important in challenging the 
'centrist' assumption of structuralism that an understanding of one key element 
of the structure-whether it be kinship laws, the workings of language, the 
educational system, or the devices employed in a literary text-allows for an 
explanation of the entire system. Many of these poststructuralist thinkers also 
cast into question structuralism's rather strict determinism (for Althusser, for 
example, subjects are 'interpellated' or produced to fit certain socially defined 
roles). Rather than reinvent a philosophy of freedom in order to challenge this, 
they instead insisted upon the role of unpredictable forces in the genesis of 
any structure, law, or norm. Opposing structuralism's quasi-scientific claims to 
objectivity, rationality and intelligibility, poststructuralists tended to point to 
certain moments, or 'events', that disrupt any stable and secure sense of meaning 
and identity. The student revolutions in Paris in May 1968 were an enduring and 
formative influence upon their work, but for all of them some kind of rupture 
is a transcendental necessity for the event and not merely a contingent fact. 
Although they could not be said to be irrationalists, their work consistently 
456 I A COMPANION TO PHILOSOPHY IN AUSTRALIA & NEW ZEALAND 
Poststructuralism 
pointed to the limits of rationality, reason, and knowledge. On their view, these 
limits are not merely peripheral but come to constitute and problematise any 
so-called core, and the sometimes polemical debate between Derrida and John 
Searle on the Austinian distinction between normal and parasitic speech (i.e. 
playful, theatric speech) is exemplary in this regard (for Derrida's version of 
events, see Limited Inc.). 
To briefly provide a couple of further examples, we might also think here of 
Lyotard's concept of the differend and Derrida's thematisation of the undecidable 
(his more famous neologism, dijferance, requires more explanation than space 
allows here). The differend is Lyotard's term for a dispute in which two (or 
more) parties cannot agree on a common rule of judgement, or a metanarrative 
which would act as a tribunal of arbitration. This may seem a rare occurrence, 
but, for him, differends are in fact ubiquitous, prevailing whenever one phrase 
is linked onto another, and where language is used in mutually exclusive ways 
(e.g. denotative vs. prescriptive). For Derrida, so-called 'undecidables' are part 
of each and every text, and some of his most famous examples include the motif 
of the ghost in Marx, the pharmakon in Plato, and the hymen in Mallarme. 
An undecidable cannot conform to either polarity of a dichotomy (e.g. present/ 
absent, cure/poison, and inside/outside in the above examples) and this kind 
of oscillation between two determinate possibilities breaks open the meaning 
that an author seeks to impose upon their work, exposing it to alternative 
understandings that undermine the explicit authorial intention. While meaning 
has a context that saturates it, on this view it is nonetheless never secured once 
and for all. As would be apparent, philosophies oflanguage played an important 
role in these two thinker's work. 
Genealogical, archaeological, dialectical, and deconstructive analyses of the 
history of Western philosophy were also important to all of the poststructuralists 
in their efforts to transform and make new. These engagements were never 
intended to constitute simple critiques of this tradition, however, but as sustained 
efforts to inhabit from within and to open up space for new possibilities by showing 
possibilities that have been covered over. While appropriations of their thought 
have sometimes resulted in a monolithic treatment of this history, it is important 
to note that a revaluation of difference and an ongoing concern with marginality 
also characterised their work. This helps to explain why poststructuralism has 
often been allied with leftist causes, despite retaining a more critical relation 
to doctrinaire Marxism, which is yet another 'grand narrative' according to 
Lyotard. Drawing on structuralism, psychoanalysis, phenomenology (especially 
Heidegger), and a Kantian-inspired preoccupation with transcendental 
arguments, poststructuralists have continued to endorse the structuralist idea of 
'the death of the subject', and have continued to highlight problems with, and 
the limits to, humanism. This simply means that it is spurious to begin from the 
assumption that consciousness and subjectivity are fundamental when they are 
in fact socio-culturally produced, albeit not in as over-determined a way as the 
structuralists might have thought. 
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Poststructuralism in Australasia 
Having schematically defined poststructuralism, we cannot consider the history of 
this movement within Australasia without simultaneously considering the history 
of Continental or European philosophy in the Antipodes. In this regard, as with 
most English-speaking countries, Continental or European philosophy has not 
been the dominant kind of philosophy taught in Australasian universities and 
it has, sometimes, been treated with disdain. Nonetheless, phenomenology and 
existential philosophy became increasingly popular in the late 1950s and '60s (and 
organisations like the Australasian Association for Phenomenology appeared, later 
to become the Australasian Society of Continental Philosophy). Shortly after, the 
student revolutions around the world began-May 1968 in France, just afterwards 
in Australia. These events had a profound influence upon academic philosophy, 
as did the Vietnam War, which likewise polarised the academic philosophical 
community. Indeed, in the early 1970s the structuralist Marxism of Althusser 
(who taught Derrida and Foucault) was one of the major factors behind a rather 
acrimonious split of the philosophy department at the University of Sydney into 
the Department of General Philosophy and the Department of Traditional and 
Modern Philosophy. But it was not just adherence to the tenets of Althusser's 
Marxism that was responsible. It also involved a dispute between those who thought 
that feminism, Marxism, and Continental philosophy were worth pursuing, and 
those who did not, or at least did not think that they were appropriately classified 
as philosophy, which on the analytic understanding ought to be bound up with 
a respect for clarity and a commitment to argumentation conforming to various 
logical or probabilistic norms-suffice it to say that the poststructuralist concern 
with style and manner of expression often meant their work contravened these 
norms, notwithstanding the difficulties of translation. 
Indeed, at the same time the first breaths of French poststructuralism were also 
beginning to have an influence. Although many of the canonical texts were written 
during 1966-69 (think of Derrida's Speech and Phenomena, O/Grammatology, and 
Writing and Dijference, Deleuze's Dijference and Repetition and Logic of Sense, and 
Foucault's 1he Order of1hings and Archaeology of Knowledge), it took some time for 
these texts to be translated and to begin to make an impression in Australasia. 
Deleuze and Felix Guattari's provocative experimental text, Anti-Oedipus: 
Capitalism and Schizophrenia, had also just come out (1972 in French, 1977 in 
its English translation) and brought the authors immediate fame. Meaghan 
Morris and Paul Patton edited and translated pieces on Foucault and Deleuze 
in the late 1970s, inspiring all kinds of people, including the film critic Adrian 
Martin. Various independent publishing houses cropped up and briefly flourished 
(Intervention Publications, Feral Publications), and Lyotard's highly influential 
book, 1he Postmodern Condition, was published in French in 1979. 
Much of this growth happened in and around Sydney. Indeed, despite the fact 
that W. R. Boyce Gibson (University ofMelbourne) translated the work of Husserl, 
historically it is difficult to deny that Sydney has been the centre of Continental 
philosophy in Australasia, and this is arguably particularly so in regard to 
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poststructuralism. The input of philosophers like Max Deutscher and Genevieve 
Lloyd was very important in this regard, but so also has been the work of Ross Poole, 
Max Charlesworth, Gyorgy Markus and others coming from Marxist and critical 
theory traditions. Since the 1970s, the University of Sydney, the UniversityofNew 
South Wales (UNSW) and Macquarie University have all had programs that 
were strong in Continental philosophy for substantial periods of time. In relation 
to poststructuralism, Paul Patton (UNSW) translated one of the most important 
books of this period, Deleuze's Difference and Repetition, and has done influential 
work on both Deleuze and Foucault. Lloyd (UNSW), Moira Gatens (Sydney), 
Elizabeth Grosz (Sydney, then Monash University), Rosalyn Diprose (UNSW), 
Rosi Braidotti (Australian National University (ANU)), Penelope Deutscher 
(ANU) and Robyn Ferrell (Macquarie, then Melbourne), among others, have all 
been highly influential both here and overseas, with their diverse feminisms. These 
Australian feminists, drawing on the insights of poststructuralist philosophers 
(particularly their complication of either/or, oppositional logics) and focussing upon 
the body, have been major players in enumerating a difference feminism that avoids 
the weaknesses of first and second wave feminism, egalitarian feminism and social 
constructionist feminism respectively. 
These days, most major philosophy departments in Australia (although not New 
Zealand) have one philosopher who teaches material related to poststructuralism, 
or the broader term of which it is a specific philosophical manifestation, 
postmodernism (many who accept the term 'poststructuralism' are reluctant to be 
designated as postmodernists). More recently, the University of Qy.eensland and 
La Trobe University have become stronger in this regard. Murdoch University has 
had a presence in this area since its inception, through the work of Horst Ruthrof, 
Niall Lucy, JeffMalpas and others. Marion Tapper and Chris Cordner have been 
stalwarts at the University of Melbourne, ensuring that Continental philosophy 
receives fair treatment, although one could not call either of them card-carrying 
poststructuralists. The University of Auckland has been one of the few institutions 
in New Zealand to accord any attention to either Continental philosophy or 
poststructuralism (through Julian Young, Robert Wicks, Stefano Franchi, Lisa 
Guenther, Matheson Russell and others), but it has generally been ignored by the 
rest of the New Zealand academic philosophical community. 
Excepting a brief period in the mid 1990s, the prestigious journal that represents 
philosophy in this country, theAustralasian]ournalef Philosophy (A]P), has been 
focussed on analytic philosophy. Nonetheless, as Foucault would have us believe, 
forms of resistance will always be produced within any given social system and there 
have been several interesting journals concerned with poststructuralist thinkers and 
themes that have come to flourish in the gap left by the A]P's apparent reluctance 
to publish such material. These include: Foucault Studies (~eensland University 
of Technology), Contretemps (University of Sydney), Colloquy (Monash, CCLCS), 
and Parrhesia (affiliated with University of Melbourne and the Melbourne School 
of Continental Philosophy). Many of these journals and organisations have been 
effectively run by postgraduate students of philosophy, and are evidence of an 
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ongoing passion for poststructuralist philosophy in Australasia that has managed 
to flourish somewhat rhizomatically, to borrow the term that Deleuze and Guattari 
have made their own, in that they have often been promulgated without major 
publishers, or major academics, behind them. Indeed, it should also be noted that 
some important work on poststructuralism has been done outside of those employed 
to teach philosophy. Recently, Justin Clemens has done important work translating 
and speaking about the philosophy of Alain Badiou, as has Julian Pefanis in relation 
to Lyotard, Ian Buchanan in regard to Deleuze, and Kevin Hart on both Derrida 
and Maurice Blanchot. 
While poststructuralist philosophy remains popular with students in Australia, it 
is interesting to note that many influential Australian philosophers with expertise in 
this area have moved to overseas positions (including Braidotti, Grosz, Deutscher, 
Buchanan, Claire Colebrook, and Andrew Benjamin-before his return to Monash 
University). While some of these may have gone for promotional reasons, young 
academics in this area are also moving overseas. It is hoped that they can one day 
return to a philosophy community with more space for them. With all of the major 
poststructuralist philosophers now dead, and the French nouveaux philosophes not 
garnering anywhere near the same critical purchase and attention internationally, 
questions abound about what is post-poststructuralism. While phenomenology, 
critical theory, and poststructuralism will all remain powerful theoretical forces 
on the Australasian philosophical scene, let us hope that the next 'new philosophy' 
manages to both engage with, and problematise, the enduring analytic/Continental 
divide. 
Price, Huw 
Cathy Legg 
Huw Price did not plan to go into philosophy originally-as an undergraduate 
at Australian National University (ANU) he hoped initially to become an 
astronomer. However his interests turned to pure mathematics then to philosophy, 
and he completed his B.A. with Honours in both subjects. During his philosophy 
Honours year he encountered both the philosophy of time, which was to become 
a long-term interest, and Hugh Mellor (then visiting ANU), who was to become 
his Ph.D. supervisor at Cambridge. Moving to Cambridge after an M.Sc. in 
Mathematics at Oxford, he wrote his Ph.D. thesis on the question of factuality 
versus non-factuality in talk of probability, leading to a series of published articles 
(including Price 1983; Price 1984b; Price 1986). By this stage, he had held a 
Rothmans postdoctoral fellowship at ANU, and an Australian Research Council 
(ARC) research fellowship at the University of New South Wales (UNSW). 
